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INTRODUCTION

In 1990, the Town of Acton Voted to adopt the Goats and Objectives of the Acton Master Plan.
One of the Master Plan’s objectives was to develop a detailed plan for South Acton Village.

In December of 1991, the Acton Planning Board appointed the South Acton Village Planning
Committee. Its members are residents of South Acton, as well as a representative of the
Planning Board. The committee was assisted by the Town’s Planning Department staff. The
South Acton Village Planning Committee was responsible for developing this comprehensive
planning document for South Acton Village. It is a supplement to the Acton Master Plan and
should be consulted as a guide for future development within South Acton Village.

PLANNING PROCESS

Several of the South Acton Village Planning Committee members were also members of the
South Acton Revitalization Committee (SARC). SARC was formed by the Acton Board of
Selectmen in the early 1980’s to develop a plan for improvements designed to address specific
infrastructure issues preventing revitalization in and around South Acton Village. The most
pressing of these issues were failing septic systems, traffic and pedestrian safety at the School
StreetiRoute 27 intersection, and the Route 27 railroad bridge repair. SARC completed a plan
for revitalization, along with recommendations to the Board of Selectmen. While the major
infrastructure problems still need to be resolved, SARC initiated several citizen activities,
including the South Acton clean-up day held annually in May.

The South Acton Village Planning Committee included SARC’s earlier recommendations,
specifically, the Route 27 railroad bridge repair, improvements to traffic and pedestrian safety,
and development of a sewer district as major goals for the South Acton Village Plan. These,
along with the other goals, were developed from resident input received through a citizen’s
survey and at public forums. The Goals can be achieved through the implementation of action
recommendations which accompany each major goal.

An overview of the South Acton Village Plan, along with amendments to zoning articles will be
presented at the 1995 Annual Town meeting. The South Acton Village Planning Committee is
convinced that the resolution of the major infrastructure problems will stop the decline of South
Acton Village. Further, the committee has developed the plan document as a guide to ensure
that future change (residential and commercial) is compatible and consistent with the size and
character of South Acton Village and the surrounding community.

March 2, 1995 1



I
South Acton Village P/an

The South Acton Village Planning Committee’s past and present members are: Roger I
Andrews, Betsy Eldridge, Sushama Gokhale, David Hill, Sam Manka, Janice Fay Molnar,
Robert Pion, William H. Shupert Ill, Peggy Wargelin, Christopher Tolley, and Sandra Whaley.
Staff: Roland Bait, AICP, Town Planner; Donna Jacobs, Assistant Planner.

THEPLANNING AREA I
Although the Planning Area for the South Acton Village Plan extends over approximately one
square mile (Figure /1/. 1.3), the South Acton Village Planning Committee focused its efforts I
primarily on South Acton Village itself. For the purpose of this plan, the village is defined as the
area immediately surrounding the intersections of Main Street with School Street, Central Street
and High Street, and includes the streets, land and buildings in the immediate vicinity as shown
on Figure IlL 1.3. All areas beyond this boundary are generally referred to herein as the
surrounding neighborhoods. This is an approximate boundary and certainly it could be
delineated in different ways. However, the purpose here is to define the village in the context of
this document. It should be noted, that these village boundaries are different from any existing

or proposed regulatory boundaries such as the South Acton Village (SAV) zoning district.
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PARTI I
ACTION PLAN I

INTRODUCTION I
In the spring of 1992, the South Acton Village Planning Committee mailed survey forms to all
households in South Acton Village and the surrounding neighborhoods. Business surveys were
also conducted. The surveys had a high response rate demonstrating a genuine interest in the
South Acton Village planning process. The survey responses were tabulated and summarized
by the committee. In June of 1992, a well attended public forum was held to receive more
direct input from residents and businesses on key issues in South Acton. The committee also
reviewed the previous work of the South Acton Revitalization Committee (SARC). In July of
1994, the Committee released the Draft South Acton Village Plan. The draft was circulated in I
South Acton and among all Town boards, committees, commissions, and departments, The
Committee held two more public forums in October and November 1994 where it presented the
draft plan and received public review comments. It also presented and discussed the draft plan
at meetings of the Board of Selectmen, the Planning Board, and the Chamber of Commerce.
Finally, the Committee invited town department heads to discuss their concerns and
recommendations individually with the committee. From all this information the committee
formulated the overall planning goals and specific action recommendations for South Acton
Village as presented herein.

Section 1 of the Action Plan lists each of the goals and objectives of the South Acton Village I
Plan. The order in which they are listed does not indicate that one goal is more important than
any other. In the following sections, each goal has been grouped into major issue categories or
themes, and the committee has summarized the major issues which support reasons to
accomplish the goals. Each goal is followed by related action recommendations, The action
recommendations in this plan are specific tasks that have been identified by the Planning
Committee as important steps to achieve the overall planning goals for South Acton Village.
They should be taken seriously.

Although each of the action recommendations is listed only once, many of them could be listed I
under most or all of the major goals. The various improvement needs are strongly interrelated.
The South Acton Village Planning Committee believes that they will stimulate each other when
implemented. The action recommendations are prioritized. Policy and decision makers in I
Acton should give the very high and high priority recommendations the appropriate attention, In
the opinion of the South Acton Village Planning Committee, the other action recommendations
do not bear this high degree of urgency. Nevertheless, they are important and should not be
ignored. They should be accomplished as opportunities arise. For instance, specific lower

priority recommendations concerning street and sidewalk improvements could be accomplished
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during the course of street resurfacing or reconstruction projects, which come due in any event.
Some recommendations may contradict other recommendations in this plan. This is normal for
any plan, and reflects the incorporation of diversified public views and opinions. Hopefully, the
priority levels assigned to each recommendation will provide some guidance in this regard.

It is understood that the needs expressed in this document must be weighed in the context of
the needs of the entire Town of Acton. Clearly, the action recommendations cannot be
implemented all at once. Rather, several of them will need a detailed strategy for
implementation in order to achieve results within a reasonable period of time, Infrastructure
projects will need more planning, design and engineering efforts. In some cases alternatives or
modifications to the specific recommendations may be found to better achieve the desired
results.

Many of the action recommendations can be implemented by residents. On the other hand,
some of the action recommendations are not within the authority of South Acton residents, the
Board of Selectmen or Town departments. An example of this is the replacement of the Route
27 railroad bridge. In these cases, it is critical that the Town leaders exert influence with the
appropriate state and/or federal legislators and agencies to facilitate resolution of a specific
issue.

In the case of the Main Street bridge over the rail road, which is owned by the State, this
strategy seems to have worked. Following a long ten year wait, during which the bridge kept
deteriorating, this bridge has now been advertised for replacement, and the project includes the
reconstruction and signalization of the School Street intersection with Main Street. Several
action recommendations specifically refer to, or otherwise involve the bridge and the
intersection. These recommendations are made with the understanding that the detailed
design of the project is still negotiable, as the State Executive Office of Transportation
Construction has assured the Town. The action recommendations herein express what the
committee feels are the most desirable features that should be included in the construction
design. But, in no event should these recommendations be viewed as providing the means to
prevent or delay the project. For a detailed discussion of action recommendations involving
regulatory changes and proposed for implementation at the 1995 Annual Town Meeting refer to
Part II, Section 1. The major very high and high priority capital improvement recommendations
are discussed in Part II, Section 2.

Upon the South Action Village Plan’s adoption by the Acton Planning Board, the various action
recommendations will be forwarded to the appropriate town boards and departments. This will
allow the Town decision makers and personnel to focus attention and resources, as available,
on critical or high priority actions in South Acton which support the overall South Acton Village
Plan goals.
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SECTION 1 I
SOUTH ACTON VILLAGE PLAN GOALS I

GOAL I Improve the South Acton Village character to restore a sense of
place and community focus. I

GOAL 2 Preserve, maintain and restore the historic buildings in South Acton
Village.

GOAL 3 Clean up and improve the appearance of buildings, structures, yards
and public spaces in South Acton Village.

GOAL 4 Build a sewage collection system and treatment facility serving I
South Acton Village and its surrounding neighborhoods, to alleviate
the severe problem with septic systems, to help revitalize the village
and to clean up Fort Pond Brook. I

GOAL 5 Encourage small business development in South Acton Village.

GOAL 6 Promote a diversity of housing in South Acton Village and its
surrounding neighborhoods. I

GOAL 7 Improve and expand the system of sidewalks and generally improve
pedestrian safety, convenience and comfort in South Acton Village I
and its surrounding neighborhoods. Build bike ways where
possible.

GOAL 8 Improve automobile traffic safety in South Acton Village.

‘GOAL 9 Maintain and improve the commuter parking lot and train services I
for Acton residents and residents of surrounding towns.

GOAL 10 Protect and maintain existing public open spaces and the remaining
farm land in South Acton Village and its surrounding areas.
Develop additional public open space and park land bordering Mill

Pond and Fort Pond Brook.
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SECTION 2

VILLAGE CHARACTER

GOAL I IMPROVE THE SOUTH ACTON VILLAGE CHARACTER TO RESTORE

A SENSE OF PLACE AND COMMUNITY FOCUS.

Issues:

Many area residents recognize the historic value, beauty and potential of some of South
Acton’s buildings, particularly of Exchange Hall in the heart of the village. Today that heart,
which once was the village square, functions as a busy street intersection (Main & School
Streets) where vast areas of pavement leave little or no room for any activities other than
driving cars. This intersection still bears the name ‘Quimby Square’. If a sense of place and
neighborhood focus is to return to South Acton Village, the square and the immediately
surrounding streets must be designed to better accommodate pedestrians along with the
automobiles, and to invite people to spend time walking in the street. An attractive village
square will help stimulate renovations, improvements, and the necessary maintenance of
private properties in the village.

The village has a limited amount of space for car parking. It experiences heavy traffic during
rush hours. To enhance the viIlage~sfunction as a neighborhood center, it needs links to
surrounding neighborhoods, which allow residents to leave their cars at home. This requires
new sidewalks, walkways and bikeways.

Other important elements of a village or neighborhood center are its businesses and the
presence of people living in and near the village itself. The presence of residents adds life and
vitality to the village and provides a customer base for small businesses located in the village.

Action Recommendations:

1.1 vety To address existing waste water disposal problems and to
high accommodate a revitalization with moderate additional growth,
priority install an adequate and expandable sewer collection and

treatment system for South Acton Village.
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I
y Ensure that the reconstruction and signalization of the Mainand School Streets intersection does facilitate the creation of a

village square at this intersection. Pavement widths and
turning radii should be kept to the minimum necessary for
vehicular movements, Instead of traffic islands in the middle of
the street, extra space should be dedicated for pedestrian use
on the sides. Particularly, plenty of off-street space should be
carved out in front of the Exchange Hall,which is the most
prominent historic and architectural center piece of the village,
to ensure its visual and functional connection with the village
square. I

medium In general, reduce street pavement for vehicles throughout the
priority village center to the absolute minimum, Instead, add or widen

sidewalks to encourage one-stop shopping and pedestrian use.
Add neck-downs for extra pedestrian space or landscaping
features, and to help slow traffic. Add parks, street furniture
(benches, planters, bollards, balusters, chains), street trees and
other amenities designed to please the eye, to add friendliness
to the public space, and to encourage people to spend time
walking and browsing in the village. Neck-downs, which are
protrusions of sidewalk or landscaped areas into the travelled
way, serve one or more of the following purposes: to widen
pedestrian space, to better delineate travel lanes in the street,
to mark the ends of rows of on-street parking space, to shorten
the length of cross walks, or to provide less pavement width to
vehicles which tends to reduce average speed. Clea fly, when I
constructing such neck-downs the safety of vehicular traffic
should not be compromised. However, the extra inconvenience
of snow-plowing these areas seems to be a small price for the
improved aesthetic appearance and pedestrian friendliness of
the village center.

1.4 medium When reconstructing the village streets, the design should give
priority first priority to pedestrian convenience and comfort, while still

maintaining the basic necessities for vehicular traffic. I
I
I
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1.5 medium To improve the village’s function as a small neighborhood
priority center and business district and to reduce reliance on the

automobile, connect the village center with the neighborhoods
surrounding SouthActon Village by means of sidewalks,
crosswalks and walkways, and where appropriate with
bike ways.

1.6 low Consider the institution of a village improvement district to
priority raise funds, by special assessments and through impact fees,

for village improvements.

1.7 high Consider the site of the Civil Defense Building as a desirable
priority component of the village square. The site would serve well

with landscaping and street furniture. If it can be somewhat
enlarged in the future, it could also accommodate a small street
cafe, coffee shop or kiosk.

1.8 high Encourage the construction of new buildings on the two vacant
priority parcels at addresses 9-23 School Street One of the parcels is

owned by the Town. The buildings should be designed to be
consistent with local historic district objectives, enhance the
village character, and add to the vitality of the village.
Buildings with store fronts along School Street, parking in the
back, and apartments above would best suit these objectives.
This location should not be used as a parking lot While a
parking lot is needed to address some of the parking problems
in the village, in this location it would be contrary to the goals
of this Plan. It would leave the gaping hole alongside the
village street which at the moment severely distracts from the
village character.

1.9 medium Encourage higher residential density in and near the village
priority center.

1.10 medium Encourage the mix of residences and businesses in a single
priority building.
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1.11 high Adjust the zoning regulations to encourage land uses, and
priority building and site designs, which enhance the village’s

appearance and function as a neighborhood center. I
1.12 medium Consider allowing Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) as a

priority means to concentrate development in appropriate places within
the village without increasing the overall development density
in the village. I

I
GOAL 2 PRESERVE, MAINTAIN AND RESTORE THE HISTORIC BUILDINGS

IN SOUTH ACTON VILLAGE.

Issues:

Much of the special charm of South Acton Village comes from its abundance of old homes and
other buildings. They stem from the Colonial to the Victorian periods when the village was a
small but vital commercial and industrial settlement, Many factors have contributed to its
economic decline, such as the independence of industry from water power and the decline of
the rail roads. More recently, the severity of the waste water disposal problem, the lack of
adequate vehicular parking and the overwhelming competition of suburban commercial sprawl I
and nearby larger commercial centers have taken their toll on the village.

To preserve the village’s historic heritage, the Town of Acton has adopted the South Acton
Local Historic District in much of the village. This district is intended to ensure that exterior
improvements to buildings, structures and their settings, renovations, additions and new
construction will be done a way that is consistent and compatible with the existing historic
elements. However, during the many years ofeconomic decline the village has experienced a
deterioration and loss of many of its historic buildings. While some historic homes and
buildings are maintained well, the village center in particular is overshadowed by buildings and
structures that have fallen into disrepair, have lost historic architectural detail, or could soon be
lost altogether, leaving little for historic preservation. These buildings, along with a widespread
lack of property maintenance and care, detract from the historic sense and feel of the village
and give it a ‘junky and run-down appearance”, as was noted in several survey returns. A great
deal more is needed, beyond the Historic District Designation, to preserve the historic
resources of South Acton Village in the long term.

In addition to the obvious need for building maintenance and restoration, all village properties
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